CHAPTER H
INDIAN CUSTOMS & CULTURE

HINDUS are justly proud of their ancient culture and civilisation,
so much more ancient than that of die West. The earliest form of
the Hindu religion is to be found in the Vedas of the Aryans, a
collection of hymns and prayers addressed to the powers of
Nature, which were composed in Sanskrit, probably about
1500 B.C., and passed on from generation to generation. The
Vedas were followed by many other sacred writings, and notably
by the two great Hindu epics, the Ramayana (probably compiled
in its present form about the fifth century B.C.) which describes
the adventures of Prince Rama and his faithful wife Sita, still
told to every Hindu child, and the Mahabharata, of which die
hero is the god Krishna. The Mahabharata includes Krishna's
4 Song of the Adorable One', called the Bhagavad-gita, which is
considered the finest of Hindu religious writings.

Under the influence of the priests of the Aryans, known, as
Brahmans (or Brahmins), Hinduism and Hindu culture spread
over the whole sub-continent, assimilating to itself local cults, and
admitting the worship of countless gods and goddesses. But
philosophic Hinduism sees in the idol only one of a myriad repre-
sentations of the Universal Spirit, the one Supreme Power, which
is not only the soul of all Nature, but of which all individual souls
are part. The individual soul comes from the universal soul and
will be reabsorbed into the universal soul, but it has first to work
out its destiny by passing through a whole series of existences on
earth. In each existence its karma or actions will influence its next
rebirth. According to his status in life every man has his special
duties, or dharma, but the highest spiritual illumination is to be
gained by the complete subduing of self and the annihilation of
all human desire. It is not action in this world, but release from
action, which is the goal of the pious Hindu, and traditionally